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Monice Alice Quirk†

STEPPING INTO THE BATHHOUSE: PHYSICAL
SPACE AND SHINTO REVIVAL IN MIYAZAKI’S
SPIRITED AWAY
INTRODUCTION
In 2003, Hayao Miyazaki’s animated feature Spirited Away (originally
released in Japan in 2001 as “Sen and Chihiro’s Spiriting Away”) won the
Academy Award for Best Animated Feature. To this day, it is the only nonEnglish film to be given the accolade, and in subsequent years it has only
grown in acclaim. Despite its popularity in the West, Spirited Away is a
distinctly Japanese film, heavily featuring traditional architecture and
customs as well as foregrounding Shinto imagery and ideals in its plot. In
an interview for The Art of Miyazaki’s “Spirited Away,” Miyazaki
confirmed his intentions to headline these traditional concepts. He stated,
“Surrounded by high technology and its flimsy devices, children are more
and more losing their roots. We must inform them of the richness of our
traditions.”1 His comments reflect that, despite popular representations of
classical Japanese culture such as Spirited Away, Japan has become more
and more secularised since the mid-twentieth century, and younger
generations are increasingly growing up without knowledge of traditional
Japanese customs, especially those of Shinto. This decline is in part due to
the growing inaccessibility of physical Shinto spaces in modern Japan, a
†
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Alvin Lu, ed., The Art of Miyazaki’s Spirited Away, trans. Yuji Oniki (Hong Kong:
Tokuma Shoten Co., Ltd., 2001), 16.
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phenomenon that is reflected in the representation of Shinto as surrounded
by modernity in Spirited Away.
This paper analyses the construction of physical space in Miyazaki’s
Spirited Away, particularly utilising Henri Lefebvre’s theory of the aspects
of social space, to contextualise this film in the broader marginalisation of
Shinto in contemporary Japan. The protagonist, Chihiro, begins the film as
the product of a modernity without access to Shinto. Through supernatural
access to Shinto social space, she learns and embodies its ideologies,
ultimately acting as a suggestion for the restoration of Shinto in
contemporary Japan. Using an interpretation of Lefebvre’s three aspects of
social space, this paper will map Chihiro’s transformation and the
subsequent reflection of her new Shinto embodiment back onto the
bathhouse. This will first require an overview of the film and its
construction of physical space, followed by an explanation of how the
methodology was assembled to best approach this film. I will also provide
background for secularisation in Japan before ultimately incorporating these
elements into an in-depth discussion of Spirited Away’s discourse of
representation. This paper presents a view of Shinto that focuses on its
essential properties in order to contextualise the tradition within a media
representation.
The Spaces of Spirited Away
Spirited Away follows a prepubescent girl, Chihiro, who, with her parents,
is in the process of moving to a new town. During their drive to the new
house, they encounter torii gate2 in the middle of a forested area. Despite
Chihiro’s vocal hesitations, her parents enter and discover what they assume
to be an abandoned theme park; their exploration quickly leads them to a
seemingly deserted banquet. As her parents begin to eat, Chihiro wanders
off to find an ornate bathhouse. A mysterious boy notices her and urges her
to leave before the rapidly descending darkness falls. She runs through the
park to find her parents, but upon arriving back at the banquet she finds only
two pigs wearing her parents’ clothes and gorging themselves on food.
Panicked, Chihiro attempts to leave, but is stopped by a previously non-

2

Torii gates are a traditional Shinto structure that mark the beginning of an especially
awe-inspiriting site. Torii are not a designation of separation; rather, they connect specific
manifestations to the holistic presence of Shinto in the rest of the world.
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existent river blocking the exit and a ferry full of kami spirits3 travelling to
the bathhouse. Eventually she is found by the boy she met earlier, who
smuggles her into the bathhouse and gives her directions to acquire a job in
the facility to secure her safety. The matriarch of the bathhouse, Yubaba,
agrees to give Chihiro a job, but only upon taking her name from her,
leaving her only with the syllable “Sen”.4 Chihiro–now Sen–must grapple
with life in the bathhouse amongst spirits while simultaneously attempting
to find a way to turn her parents back into humans.
When considering space in Spirited Away, the most prominent site
of the film is the bathhouse. It is the dream-like place in which the majority
of the action takes place, at once housing Chihiro and constantly presenting
her with unfamiliar and often horrifying kami who stay there to replenish
their spirits. It allows her to rest and mature, but also serves as her prison.
The use of a bathhouse as the main setting is poignant to Japanese culture;
bathing is key in preparing to enter shrines, and the act of cleansing itself
allows for a pure kokoro,5 giving the individual greater access to Shinto
ideals in their interactions with the world.6 The sentō, or bathhouse, was
once a key aspect in communities, but they have fallen out of fashion as
more people have moved to crowded cities.7
While the film’s bathhouse evokes a sentō in concept, its appearance
is in fact an amalgamation of several types of architecture both from Japan
and outside. It captures elements of design from both the Meiji and
Tokugawa periods, as well incorporating signifiers of Chinese restaurants
and “touches of the grotesque visions of Peter Brughel and Hieronymous
Bosch.”8 This edifice of the kami blends international influences alongside
3

Kami refers to both the general powers of Shinto that exist throughout the world, and
the particular embodiment of that power into supernatural beings. The latter is also
referred to as yokai.
4
“Sen” is an alternative reading of the 千 character in Chihiro’s name, 千尋;
significantly, 千 means “one thousand,” indicating her new role as a bathhouse worker
and Yubaba stripping her of her identity.
5
"Kokoro" is usually translated to "heart" in English, but the concepts do not completely
correlate. Kokoro is a concept steeped in Shinto and refers to an individual's cohesion of
mind, spirit, body, and heart. Unified kokoro is necessary for proper access to Shinto, and
its various elements can be honed and changed over time.
6
Thomas P. Kasulis, Shinto: The Way Home (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press,
2004), 50.
7
Scott Clark, Japan: A View from the Bath (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press,
1994), 4.
8
Susan J. Napier, ‘Matter Out of Place: Carnival, Containment, and Cultural Recovery in
Miyazaki’s “Spirited Away”’, The Journal for Japanese Studies 32, no. 2 (2006): 299.
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the traditional elements, reflecting the progression of modern Japanese
culture. It also reflects that despite its significance to the kami realm, the
bathhouse itself is perhaps touched by some corrupting aspects of
modernity. Particularly, Yubaba’s influence is one of capitalism and greed,
reflected by her heavily bejewelled and decorated office at the very top of
the building. The space is predominantly Shinto, but not every element of it
is such; it is this impurity that Chihiro must face in the climax of her
journey. By responding to the bathhouse, allowing it to change her, and then
in return changing elements of that space, Chihiro engages with Shinto and
comes to embody it.
Contrasting the bathhouse is the space through which Chihiro and
her parents enter the kami realm. This area appears only briefly at the
beginning and the end of the film, but it is nonetheless key to developing an
understanding of Shinto space in the text. The family finds themselves lost
in a forest on their way to their new home and they are confronted by a tori
gate in front of a tunnel, guarded by a dōsojin, a Shinto statue that marks
paths. Walking through the tunnel, they enter a train station–a place of
liminality between realms–and then exit to a meadow beside what Chihiro’s
father identifies as an abandoned theme park. Lucy Wright and Jerry Clode
suggest a significance to this detail, with both the theme park and Shinto
ideas viewed as an “antiquated oddity”,9 a spectacle to be considered but
ultimately never revive. The journey from the mundane world into the
fantastical is then taken in reverse at the end of the film when the family
leaves the kami realm.10 It should be noted that the film clearly indicates
that Chihiro’s experience was not a mere dream: one of the final shots shows
her wearing the protective hair tie made for her by her friends. This is an
object directly tied to the kami realm, and its presence in the “real world”
thus places her experience as having actually happened. Entry and exit into
the spirit world and how the characters react is as significant to the movie’s
Shintoism as the sacred space itself.
Indeed, this is the attitude with which Chihiro approaches both the
seemingly mundane, outdated Shinto elements of the “theme park” in the
daytime, and the appearance of the kami and other extraordinary
phenomena once the sun sets. There is no clear familiarity with what she
encounters other than recognising the sentō; the space she occupies while
Lucy Wright and Jerry Clode, ‘The Animated Worlds of Hayao Miyazaki: Filmic
Representations of Shinto’, Metro: Media & Education Magazine 143, no. 1 (2005): 51.
10
Indeed, the exact same animations are used for the entry and exit, flipped on their axis
for each direction.
9
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with the kami is entirely new to her in every aspect. From the processing of
coal in the boiler room to the ryokan-style baths themselves, the bathhouse
rejects the modernity that has shaped Chihiro until this point. Even in the
face of the impurity of Yubaba’s greed and capitalism, the presence of kami
ensures that Shinto remains the core of the bathhouse. The contradiction of
the traditional as alien illustrates the marginalisation faced by Shinto
customs against the modern adolescent. In order to form a more complete
understanding of how Shinto constructs this space, it is necessary to build a
methodology of how place is occupied.
Aspects of Sacred Space
The idea of “sacred space” in religion has been widely discussed since
Emile Durkheim proposed the theory of the separation of the sacred and the
profane in the late nineteenth century. The subsequent discourse has offered
innumerable interpretations of the manifestation of this separation–and
indeed, arguments against its claimed pervasiveness–and yet the idea of the
sacred is often taken for granted in such discussions. To avoid this, I will
construct an idea of sacred space from a focus on physical place, utilising
Henri Lefebvre’s three aspects of social space to build an understanding
which will then be narrowed to a religious context through Kim Knott’s
work on the location of religion. The resulting methodology will then
necessitate further work, as both Lefebvre and Knott focus their efforts on
Western ideas and examples of religion, which is anachronistic for the study
of Shintoism.
Lefebvre’s idea of social space identifies three dimensions in a given
inhabited place: first, the representations of space, or the elements
consciously constructed to signify purpose; second, the spatial practices, or
the production and reproduction of behaviour as implied by the space and
its purpose; and third, the spaces of representation, or how the space is
transformed through the lived experienced that have taken place within it.11
All three of these aspects must coalesce in order for a space to be an
embodied whole. Constructed elements inform behavioural responses that
individuals produce and reproduce, which over time constitute lived
Christian Schmid, ‘Henri Lefebvre’s Theory of the Production of Space: Towards a
Three-Dimensional Dialectic’, in Space, Difference, and Everyday Life, ed. Christian
Schmid et al. (New York: Routledge, 2008), 28; Ceri Watkins, ‘Representations of
Space, Spatial Practices and Spaces of Representation: An Application of Lefebvre’s
Spatial Triad’, Culture and Organization 11, no. 3 (2005): 209–210.
11
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experiences within the space itself.12 This cohesion allows a place to act as
a manifestation of a particular group or community, housing elements of
their identity and providing a tangible representation of their existence.
Lefebvre states,
Moreover–and more importantly–groups, classes or fractions of classes cannot
constitute themselves, or recognise one another, as “subjects” unless they
generate (or produce) a space. Ideas, representations or values which do not
succeed in making their mark on space, and thus generating (or producing) an
appropriate morphology, will lose all pith and become mere signs, resolve
themselves into abstract descriptions, or mutate into fantasies .13

This idea of subjective groups that rely on generated spaces of course
includes religious groups. Knott notes that in the relationship between
religion and social space, the dimension of spatial practice is most
significant. Indeed, she claims that religion is a consequence of spatial
practice.14 Thus, the idea of the sacred here is based on phenomenological
behaviours within an area: the space in which an individual’s responses
correlate to lived experiences of worship, ritual, and affirmations of spiritual
belief and identity. Sacred space embodies an active moment of religion.15
This focus is further built upon in her later work on the boundaries of
religious space. The physical point at which social practice begins–and that
where it subsequently ends–is as significant to spatial cohesion as the area
of space itself.16 Physical space acts as a container around the sacred, and
the boundaries distinguish secular territories with markedly different
representations of space, spatial practices, and spaces of representation.17
Through comparing these dimensions in contrasting sacred and profane
spaces, the aspects of each become more evident. Here it must be noted that
this methodology relies on a distinct separation of sacred and profane, as
per Durkheim’s original theory. This is useful in analysing Western
Watkins, ‘Representations of Space, Spatial Practices and Spaces of Representation:
An Application of Lefebvre’s Spatial Triad,’ 212.
13
Kim Knott, The Location of Religion: A Spatial Analysis (London: Routledge, 2005),
51.
14
Knott, The Location of Religion: A Spatial Analysis, 43.
15
Knott, The Location of Religion: A Spatial Analysis, 28.
16
Kim Knott, ‘Inside, Outside and the Space In-Between: Territories and Boundaries in
the Study of Religion’, Temenos 44, no. 1 (2008): 45.
17
Knott, ‘Inside, Outside and the Space In-Between: Territories and Boundaries in the
Study of Religion,’ 45.
12
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examples of religion, as Knott acknowledges in her work, but is perhaps
less applicable when considering Eastern traditions.
One of the major issues that arises in applying Western-constructed
theories of religion to Asian examples of spirituality is the anachronistic
idea of “religion” itself. The concept of belief in an otherworldly power
distinctly separate from everyday life is heavily biased towards Eurocentric
understandings of religion, with many Asian, African, and indigenous
cultures experiencing spirituality and the everyday hand-in-hand. Indeed,
the concept of “religion” as separate from traditional culture was only
introduced to Japan in the late nineteenth century, translated as shuukyou,
which specifically refers to the Western model of belief.18 In the instance of
Shinto, there is no strict divide between the sacred and the profane; rather,
Shinto is always present in every space, and it is the strength of kami
manifestation and the ability of individuals to access it that fluctuates
between experiences.19 The material has a particular effect on the
manifestation of kami.20 Shrines and locations connected to purity, as well
as natural spaces, have a greater kami presence; this combines with an
individual’s kokoro to determine to what extent they can access Shinto in a
given place and time.21
Given these differences between Western and Shinto concepts of the
sacred, Lefebvre and Knott’s work must be adjusted to be appropriate to our
relevant study. Knott identifies the three aspects of social space as the key
development of religion and the sacred; however, as Shinto does not
understand the sacred as removed from the everyday, we must instead ask
how these dimensions determine access to kami space. For instance,
representations of space involve the evocation of Shinto elements such as
purification, simplicity, and natural power create a baseline for stronger
kami presence; these are of course present in shrines, but can also be found
in mundane spaces as part of more general Japanese culture. 22 Spatial
practice can then be seen as relevant to kokoro: the extent to which present
individuals embody harmony of heart, mind, and soul. Finally, the idea of
spaces of representation allows for recursive kami manifestation. If a space
is filled with the lived experience of kokoro and access to Shinto, then
subsequent visitors will be more readily afforded access. In this application
18

Kasulis, Shinto: The Way Home, 29.
Kasulis, Shinto: The Way Home, 3.
20
Kasulis, Shinto: The Way Home, 17.
21
Sokyo Ono, Shinto: The Kami Way (Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle Company, 1962), 20.
22
Ono, Shinto: The Kami Way, 3.
19
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Lefebvre’s methodology, it is not a matter of whether a space contains kami,
but rather how it manifests and how it refracts human spirit back into that
space. It should be noted that order of these aspects is not arbitrary. The
arrangement of these aspects tracks how a space goes from being
consciously constructed to contain an ideology or purpose, to intrinsically
embodying its subject. Put another way, the development of social space
follows time’s arrow through Lefebvre’s aspects. Through this tailored
methodology, we can see how these aspects of Spirited Away’s Shinto space
assists in educating Chihiro on her cultural and spiritual history. However,
before we can delve into this analysis, we must develop an understanding
of how Japan came to a point of producing such secular generations as that
of Chihiro.
The Secular in Japan: Policy, Not Progression
As I previously touched on, Miyazaki was motivated to make Spirited Away
to express a concern for new generations moving further away from the
Shinto practices that were so pervasive throughout the country’s history. In
order to fully grasp the issue of Shinto’s marginalisation as reflected by
Spirited Away, we must review the coming of modernity and secularisation
to Japan; in doing so, it should be noted that Western theories of
secularisation, such as that of Weber, are at best problematic when applied
to the Japanese case. A brief account of Japanese history will demonstrate
why this is so.
The tide of Japanese secularisation began during the Meiji period
(1868-1912), following the collapse of feudal order from the preceding
Tokugawa period.23 Between this political overhaul and the growing threat
of Western imperialism, national leaders agreed that stability could only be
returned to through unification of the Japanese people, and that could be
brought about through mass integration of religion into Japanese culture.24
This saw a significant upheaval in the religious landscape, when the
previous status quo of the coexistence of small, diverse religious groups was
turned into the division of 270 political domains, each with a designated
Inoue Nobutaka, ‘The Modern Age’, in Shinto: A Short History, ed. Inoue Nobutaka et
al. (London: Routledge, 2003), 159.
24
Mark R. Mullins, ‘Japanese Responses to Imperialist Secularization: The Postwar
Movement to Restore Shinto in the Public Sphere’, in Multiple Secularities Beyond the
West: Religion and Modernity in the Global Age, ed. Marian Burchardt, Monika
Wohirab-Sahr, and Matthias Middell (Boston: Walter de Gruyter Inc., 2015), 145.
23
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feudal lord.25 The gentry rejected adherence to any spiritual tradition other
than Shinto, which was described as a natural Way that united Japan and
streamlined its progress.26 The idea of a Shinto path to national stability was
further propagated by a revisionist view of its presence in Japanese history,
emphasising and exaggerating tangible tradition over more abstract, civil
presence. As the twentieth century continued and saw the advent of two
world wars, Japan’s government became increasingly fixated on national
identity and imperial dignity, with Shinto a continuous presence in the
dissemination of these emerging principles.27 This lasted until 1945, when
the defeat of Japan alongside the other Axis Powers saw the Supreme
Commander of the Allied Powers issue another upheaval of Japan’s
political structure.28 Among many policies aiming to dispel extreme
nationalism and militarisation, this included a mandated separation of
religion and state, removing Shinto as a tool for national unification.
Following this intervention, Shinto gradually returned to its state of civil
tradition, and other religious groups were afforded free movement. 29 This
state of affairs has generally continued up until today; as a result, it is
generally agreed that Japan saw the arrival of “modernity” directly after the
Second World War, and that secularisation can be tracked from then
onwards.
As stated above, despite the apparent adherence of Japan to the
suggested (though subsequently debunked) trend of secularisation in the
twentieth century, it does not actually correspond to the ideas of Weber and
his peers. While their works discuss the process as a result of individuals in
modernity no longer socially needing religion, Japan’s secularisation is a
result of targeted, interventional policy with direct political motivations.
Religion did not disappear from the public sphere, but was forcibly removed
by the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers. It is true that almost
eighty years after the implementation, religion remains distinct from the

Mullins, ‘Japanese Responses to Imperialist Secularization: The Postwar Movement to
Restore Shinto in the Public Sphere,’ 145.
26
Roland Robertson, ‘Globalization and Societal Modernization: A Note on Japan and
Japanese Religion’, Sociological Analysis 47, no. Supplement (1987): 37.
27
Mullins, ‘Japanese Responses to Imperialist Secularization: The Postwar Movement to
Restore Shinto in the Public Sphere,’ 145.
28
Mullins, ‘Japanese Responses to Imperialist Secularization: The Postwar Movement to
Restore Shinto in the Public Sphere,’ 147.
29
Mullins, ‘Japanese Responses to Imperialist Secularization: The Postwar Movement to
Restore Shinto in the Public Sphere,’ 148.
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Japanese state, but the beginning of this condition is in no way similar to
the Western models of secularisation.
The result of this planned removal of religion from the public sphere
is a lack of knowledge of tradition as Japan sees the emergence of new
generations. While elements such as shrines and prayers to ancestors still
pervade the cultural landscape, more nuanced understandings of rituals and
the spiritual significance of even those practices that still exist are not
passed down.30 Industrialisation and the expansion of cities have seen the
destruction of many sacred sites, and the lack of organic landscapes in these
modern settings arrest connectedness with the natural world.31 Those
shrines that do still exist face significant economic issues: declining visitor
numbers from nearby communities mean that the staff who maintain those
sites can no longer afford to do so. Kenji Ishii of Kokugakuin University in
Tokyo estimates that over forty per cent of all shrines in Japan face potential
closure as a result of financial problems.32 Additionally, Shinto priests are
becoming increasingly difficult to source, with very few young people
seeking training.33 Secularisation began with policy, but the associated
progressions of modernity provided circumstances for Shinto ideals to fall
out of practice in civil contexts as well. The result of this is that recent
generations have grown up with little context in which to learn core aspects
of Shinto, leading to further decline in its presence.
Indeed, the parents in Spirited Away appear to possess little
familiarity with traditional Shinto signifiers, not recognising dōsojin
guarding the tunnel, and only providing their daughter with surface-level
explanations of roadside shrines. When confronted with the spirit buffet
trap, they do not hesitate to begin eating, effectively acting as
representations of uncritical consumer culture. Given her parents’ attitudes,
it is no surprise that Chihiro also lacks knowledge of Shinto. Her inability
to identify shrines, for instance, speaks volumes to her lack of exposure to
tradition. Chihiro begins the film as a culmination of Japanese
secularisation both mandated and generational. It is only through her
subsequent, intense encounters with kami and the manifested spirit realm
that she learns of Shinto and its core ideologies.

Nobutaka, ‘The Modern Age,’ 160.
Nobutaka, ‘The Modern Age,’ 161.
32
Isabel Reynolds, ‘Japan’s Shinto Shrines in Crisis Despite Abe Pushing Religion’,
Bloomberg, 24 May 2016, sec. Pursuits.
33
Reynolds, ‘Japan’s Shinto Shrines in Crisis Despite Abe Pushing Religion’.
30
31
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The Bathhouse Transformed
As Chihiro’s education in Shinto is facilitated by the physical space around
her, it follows that each aspect of cohesive space contributes to the
construction of her understanding and embodiment of the tradition. This
cohesion is formed by representations of space, here the constructed
signifiers of Shinto; spatial practice, or the transformation of Chihiro’s
kokoro; and spaces of representation, or Chihiro’s eventual embodiment of
Shinto following her spiritual journey. Keeping in mind the temporal
dimension of this methodology, this structure tracks the chronological
progression of Chihiro’s exposure to Shinto, an experience that she can only
access when intensely engaging with kami manifestation as it is inaccessible
in her native modernity.
Spirited Away’s representations of Shinto space begin as Chihiro
and her family first enter the forest to take a shortcut to their new home. As
the car turns off, Chihiro notices some shrines on the side of the road and
asks her parents about them. This simultaneous occurrence is not incidental:
Shinto manifestations traditionally favour natural space, and the dense
forest that they soon discover is a stark contrast to the concrete and motor
vehicles that appear in the opening minutes of the film.34 As the family
approaches the entrance to the park, they only encounter more signifiers,
such as the torii gate and the dōsojin; as I previously mentioned, they do not
clearly recognise these symbols. Indeed, Chihiro is visibly frightened by the
dōsojin. The presence of these signifiers before the tunnel implies the
beginning of a container, as described by Knott. The kami manifestation lies
at the other end of the tunnel, and by entering the family unwittingly
subjects themselves to a space influenced by the Shinto imagery at the
entrance, both natural and constructed. This is only heightened when
Chihiro discovers the bathhouse, whose exterior shape invokes Shinto
shrines. Also significant here is the presence of water both inside and
outside of the structure—not only is it associated with Shinto purity, but it
is also a natural element, further emphasising the depth of Shinto in the
physical space. However, despite the overall strength of this kami
manifestation, it also contains signifiers of modernity, most notably in the
space occupied by Yubaba. Her office is full of ornate decorations and
jewels in a stark contrast to the simplicity and naturalness inherent to Shinto.
This aspect signifies that the bathhouse represents not pure Shinto but a
34

Ono, Shinto: The Kami Way, 27.
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Shinto that is beginning to be corrupted by modernity. While the majority
of the signifiers and spatial practices remain kami-oriented, there is a
looming threat of pollution.
Following her parents’ transformation into pigs and her subsequent
employment at the bathhouse, Chihiro finds herself amidst unfamiliar social
practices that highlight her lack of connection with Shinto ideals.
Particularly notable are her struggles with properly cleaning the bathhouse;
she fails to scrub the floors with her peers, and her attempts to wash the “big
tub” alongside Lin are clumsy. This is noteworthy given the significance of
cleansing and purification in Shinto. Washing one’s self not only signifies
physical cleanliness, but also spiritual purity, and is required before one can
enter a shrine or participate in rituals. Consequently, proper cleansing is
essential for one to develop a good kokoro. Indeed, Chihiro’s lack of skill
in cleaning and other Shinto social practices points to the poor kokoro with
which she begins her journey. She is not conscious of others, she lacks work
ethic, and she is not at all connected to her spiritual culture. The turning
point of her development is therefore her encounter with the stink spirit. Not
only does it involve intense physical cleaning, but it requires Chihiro to
work through a difficult situation for the good of another. Her discovery of
the “thorn” in the spirit’s side and her drive to remove it is unlike any
characteristic she previously displayed: it is a commitment to altruistic
problem solving. This directly leads to spiritual development and
connection to kami. As she and the other bathhouse workers succeed in
removing the object, it is revealed to be an old bicycle, and is immediately
followed by a mass of pollutants pulled from the spirit. At last clean, it is
revealed that the stink spirit is in fact a powerful river spirit whose natural
form had become polluted through human waste. Before leaving, it presents
Chihiro with medicine for her to use later in her journey. In this scene,
Chihiro significantly embodies good kokoro through selflessness,
determination, physical cleansing, and connectedness to the natural world.
Indeed, following this encounter, Chihiro is noticeably more at home in the
bathhouse and responds to subsequent events with far clearer judgment and
demonstration of kokoro traits. By engaging with and adopting the social
practices of the kami realm, Chihiro begins to embody Shinto, and this is
subsequently refracted back into the space she occupies.
As Chihiro comes to embody Shinto, not only does she change, but
so do others in the bathhouse. Most significantly, she allows Haku to access
his true name and return to his full identity as the spirit of the Kohaku River;
this is not only a clear connection to nature, but also to a renewed cohesion

32
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of mind, body and spirit in the same way that Chihiro’s own kokoro is
developed. In addition to Haku, No Face finds community and peace in
contrast to his lonely chaos, and Yubaba’s baby rejects selfishness and
deficiency to enter the world, ultimately asking his mother to let Chihiro
leave. The changes brought about in these characters directly imply a
change to be brought about to the bathhouse following Chihiro’s departure;
Haku declares he will reform Yubaba’s corrupting regime of capitalism and
greed, reflecting his reinvigorated Shinto back into the bathhouse. These
modern presences will be eliminated and the site will return to its form as a
pure space of representation of Shinto. By embodying Shinto and reflecting
that manifestation back into physical space, Chihiro purifies both herself
and the bathhouse, turning away from modernity and towards tradition. She
has matured, and the bathhouse has consolidated its roots.
Contextualising this analysis in the broader cultural phenomenon of
Japanese secularisation, the interactions of the Shinto space of the
bathhouse with modernity—embodied by Yubaba and Chihiro before
spatial practices begin to transform the latter—can be read as a microcosm
for Shinto in contemporary Japan, and moreover a suggestion for the
restoration of these traditions. A physical place that originally embodied
Shinto, the bathhouse, began to be corrupted by the influence of modernity.
It is only through engagement with traditional spatial practices that
individuals are able to respond to these changes and return both themselves
and the space they occupy to their pure forms. Of course, the
marginalisation of Shinto in secular Japan is far more advanced than in the
film’s bathhouse; most places have become mostly secular, with only some
traditional signifiers and practices remaining. The lack of cohesion between
spatial elements means that these signifiers alone cannot invoke a deep kami
manifestation, further reducing the presence of Shinto. Further, newer
generations are not educated in the proper spatial practices associated with
Shinto spaces, resulting in a decline of lived experience of these traditions
and subsequently disallowing potentially Shinto places to refract that
subjectivity to create a space of representation. Ultimately, these
occurrences mean that Shinto is running out of physical dwellings in Japan,
creating a vicious cycle of deterioration and disappearance from Japanese
life. Spirited Away argues that in order to reverse this decline, young people
must be given the opportunity to engage with the spatial practices associated
with kami spaces, learning how to respond to initial Shinto signifiers and
ultimately creating new lived experiences of Shinto, once again turning
traditional spaces into spaces of representation.

QUIRK: STEPPING INTO THE BATHHOUSE

Conclusion
Spirited Away marks not only recognition of Japanese animation in the
global sphere, but also a specific call for the preservation of Japanese culture
and traditions within an increasingly secular state. Through placing the
natively modern Chihiro in an unfamiliar Shinto place, Miyazaki
demonstrates how engagement with aspects of space transform both the
individual and the space they inhabit as their lived experience is refracted
into the physical sphere around them. Chihiro’s refined kokoro turns her
from a sullen adolescent to a mature heroine, encouraging those she
represents to similarly commit to immersion in Shinto traditions. Only
through such engagement can the reality of Shinto’s decline be remedied.
The film ends with her leaving the kami space, implying that she will carry
with her the newly refined kokoro and spread it both to her parents and to
the new space she will inhabit. This reflects the fluid nature of sacred space
in Shinto: it is not relegated to a specific place, but can be found everywhere
and accessed through kokoro. As Chihiro embodies the lived experience of
Shinto, she not only influences the bathhouse, but will surely turn any space
she inhabits into a space of representation, drawing on remaining Shinto
artefacts to invoke traditional spatial practices. In order to return Japan to
its Shinto roots, those within it must commit to shaping the space through
their own practice.

